Review 

T. C. Whitmore, Palms of Malaya 

Oxford University Press, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 1973. Pp. v + 
132, 106 text figures and 16 photographic plates. 

Price: Malaysian $35.00 

Most people do not seem to realize that among flowering plants, the palm 
family is, in economic importance, only next to the grass family to which 
numerous cereals belong. For instance, the climbing rattans supply cane for 
furnitures, the trunk of some palms is strong enough for building huts or simple 
houses while the pith of the sago palms yields starch which was at one time the 
first substitute for rice. The leaves supply material for thatch, baskets, etc. The 
large terminal buds of several palms were, in some cases wastefully consumed as 
vegetables while the sap of the sugar palms yields sugar, and that of the coconut, 
on fermentation, forms an alcoholic drink known as toddy. The fruit of many 
palm species is edible, the coconut oil, extracted from the solid endosperm, 
is used in cooking and for industry; the coconut milk which is the liquid endo¬ 
sperm is an invaluable medium for tissue culture besides being a popular drink. 
Moreover, the fibrous, fleshy outer-wall or mesocarp of the oil palm fruit yields 
palm oil which is fast becoming one of the most important economic products 
in this part of the world. 

The flora of the Malay Peninsula and Singapore is extremely rich in palm 
species. According to Dr. Whitmore, there are almost as many palms recorded 
from Singapore Island (18 genera, 46 species) as on the whole of the African 
continent (15 genera, 50 species). In addition, there are a large number of 
introduced species of palms which has been naturalised and become a part of 
our flora. 

Even so, there were no general accounts available on Malayan palms. Under¬ 
standably they were excluded from Wayside Trees of Malaya by E. J. H. Corner 
and Malayan Wild Flowers by M. R. Henderson, as palms, rather like bamboos 
and pandans, are in a strict sense neither tree nor herb but represent categories 
of their own kinds. Abundant information on Malayan palms, nevertheless, is 
scattered in the famous Dictionary of Economic Products by 1. H. Burkill. Also a 
series of valuable taxonomic treatises on various groups of palms by C. X. Furtado 
were published in the Gardens’ Bulletin, Singapore and elsewhere. 

It is for this reason, that Dr. Whitmore’s new book on palms is especially 
welcome. Inside the green, glossy jacket, a general introduction and descriptions 
of common Malayan palms form the two major parts. The first is so simple and 
clear that readers with elementary knowledge on botany can comprehend. In 
the second, taxonomic descriptions are kept to a minimum but there is ample 
information on the history, economic use, botanical interest and legends, presented 
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in such a way that it is thoroughly enjoyable to read. It is Dr. Whitmore’s intention 
to show the important part that palms play in our cultural and natural heritage. 
Not only has he achieved this but has done so remarkably well. 

Regrettably the author resisted the use of the name Johannesteijsmannia. 
The name is indeed long and cumbersome but does not appear more “of a 
mouthful” than Bougainvillea, Dieffenbackia and Mesembryanthemnm. Besides, 
it is a legitimate name. Binomials in the text are not complemented by authors’ 
names though they are in the Checklist of Malayan Palms. The three indices 
to vernacular and English palm names are somewhat incomplete. At least one 
reference is inexact, i.e. “rattan” on page 101 really refers to its section “The 
Rattan Industry” and should have been page 98. It being a principle reference 
should have been in boldface. 

Apart from these minor defects, the book is a most welcome publication 
and is highly commendable. Production of the book is of high quality and text 
is well written. The keys are easy to use. Of the text figures, many are extremely 
instructive and the photographs are excellently reproduced. It is the reviewer’s 
sincere hope that the publisher will soon put up a cheaper edition to enable this 
book to reach a much broader spectrum of readers as it is well deserved. 
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